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THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY O F  THE 
ALCOHOL QUESTION I N  NORWAY. 
BY R. VOGT, M.D., 
Medical Officer of the Gaustad Asylum, Christiania ; Dooent in 
Psychiatrics in the University of Christiania. 
FOR the proper understanding of the general situation in Norway 
during the last century in regard to the drink problem, it must be 
recalled that before 1816 there were relatively stringent regula- 
tions as to the manufacture of spirits. In 1816, however, these 
legislative safeguards were relaxed so that peasants on their 
farms were granted large privileges for distilling. The result 
was a great increase in the production. In 1845 and 1848 new 
laws did away with this home manufacture, the law of 1845 also 
materially restricting the sale. In 1871 the so-called Gothenburg 
System was introduced, by which arrangement the sale of spirits 
was given over to a company monopoly. By the legislation of 
1894 these company shops were ordered to be closed from one 
o’clock on the afternoon preceding Sundays and holidays to eight 
o’clock on the day following. Further than this, the communes 
received the right of deciding by vote of all men and women 
over twenty-five years whether the shop should be suppressed or 
be allowed to continue. The trade in spirits is, in the country 
districts, pretty generally abolished, although some few hotels 
and steamers still retain the privilege of retailing. The sale of 
wine or beer is allowed or not according as the communal 
authorities decide, though certain life-rights for the eelling of 
wine still continue. At  present 65 per cent. of all the country 
townships are under local prohibition, but smuggling takes place 
to some extent. 
Since the forties of the last century there has gone on a steady 
temperance movement-at first directed only against spirits, but 
after 1870 especially against all alcoholic beverages. About 
12 per cent. of the population over fifteen years are now 
abstainers. The excise taxes are exceedingly high. 
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TABLE INDICATING THE AVERAGE YEARLY 
CONSUMPTION PER CAPITA OF ABSOLUTE ALCOHOL. 
Year. 
1812 - 
1833 - 
1843 - 
1851-1855 
1856-1860 
1861-1865 
1866-1870 
1871-1875 
1876-1880 
1881-1885 
1886-1890 
1891-1895 
1896-1900 
1901-1905 
Quantib. 
About 3.5 to  4 5  litres 
,, 8'5 litres 
I ,  5'5 9 ,  
,, 3'6 9 ,  
,, 3 2  9 ,  
,, 2.7 9 ,  
1, 2.9 # t  
9 )  3.6 9 9  
,, 3.3 1, 
I ,  2'4 1, 
,, 2.2 ,, 
,, 2'69 to 2'65 litres' 
,, 2'53 to 2'43 litres" 
,, 2'41 to 2'25 litres* 
There has, then, been on the average a downward movement 
of alcohol consumption, though generally in times of economic 
prosperity, as in the seventies and nineties, the tendency has 
usually been upward again. The nineteenth century has seen, on 
the whole, a considerable economic advance in the country. One 
is justified in saying that improved conditions of life have gone 
parallel with a decrease in the use of alcohol, even though 
single periods of prosperity have been marked by a transient 
increase. 
When one attempts to study the part alcohol plays in the 
extension of crime, insanity, degeneration, etc., one meets with 
an important difficulty. There is no total abstinence population 
in civilized lands with which one can make comparisons. Those 
who become abstainers because of an independently reached 
conviction are to a certain degree of a selected type. They 
stand by themselves from the point of view of morality and vital 
energy. I t  is quite another thing with the large sections of a 
nation's population which abstain from alcohol because of pre- 
vailing custom or the requirements of public law. For  this 
reason conditions in Norway are quite noteworthy. In this 
connection it must, however, be remembered that no incon- 
siderable amount of spirits is consumed in Norwegian toms ,  
and that the ratio of city population in Norway has risen from 
10 per cent. in 1830, and 11'6 per cent. in 1850, to 29 per cent. a t  
present. 
Subtracting denatured spirits. 
The British Journal of Inebriety I 7 3  
Alcohol used as an intoxicating drink affects not only the user 
but indirectly his fellow-citizens and posterity. There are, there- 
fore, three sides to the alcoholic problem - an individual, a 
social, and a racial. 
1. THE ALCOHOL PROBLEM IN ITS RELATION TO 
THE INDIVIDUAL. 
There have been no experimental investigations in this direc- 
tion with us. I may say, however, that I myself am engaged at  
present in studying alcohol’s action on the faculty of memory. 
The matter to be memorized is twenty-five lines of the “Odyssey,” 
and the experiment is carried out at half-past eight in the morn- 
ing, fifteen minutes after taking either an alcohol solution or a 
corresponding amount of liquid without alcohol, as the case may 
be. I am thirty- 
eight years old, and have not tasted alcohol for about ten 
years. With a very comprehensive series of experiments I have 
found that so small an amount of alcohol as 13’5 C.C. taken 
on an empty stomach lowers the capacity of memorizing in an 
entirely unquestionable degree. If, on the other hand, I take 
alcohol directly after an ordinary breakfast, a considerably 
greater amount is required to produce like unfavourable effects. 
The action of that quantity which clearly lowered the power 
of memorizing was not noticeable or recognizable by those 
about me. 
As yet I have experimented only on myself. 
Norwegian clinicians are not at  present inclined specially to 
emphasize alcohol as a cause of sickness. The number of deaths 
because of acute or chronic alcoholism is now relatively small in 
Norway. But all cases certainly do not get into statistical tables. 
The  average figures have had a strong falling tendency since 
1850, though in good times there is a passing tendency 
in  the other direction.* According to the statements filed by 
physicians there‘ were in all Norway between 1896 and 1900 
90 deaths from chronic alcoholism and 43 sudden deaths from 
drink. In the Danish cities alone there died of the same causes 
in the same period 831 and 72 persons respectively. Of cirrhosis 
of the liver there died in these years,’according to the physicians’ 
filed statements, in all Norway 99, in the Danish cities alone 253. 
The population of Norway in 1900 was 2,221,477, of which 
* L. Dahl, “Geistige Getrlnhe als Krnnkheits und Todesursache in 
Norwegen,” Ber. d. 111. Intern. Cong. 
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639,553 lived in cities and 1,581,924 in the country. That of 
Denmark was 2,449,540, of which 936,565 were in cities.* In 
Denmark, as is well known, the consumption of alcohol is high. 
When we add to these statistics the observations of many 
official doctors that alcokolisrnus ckronicus hardly ever occurs in 
their districts, we may assume that severe forms of alcohol sick- 
ness are relatively rare in this country. With this relative slight 
extent of chronic alcoholism is probably connected the fact that 
the excess of male deaths (among those more advanced in life) 
over female deaths is less in Norway than in Denmark. 
Among chronic drunkards chronic disease of the internal 
organs are not common. Dr. Holm states that according to his 
experience, based on about 150 cases of chronic alcoholism, 
kidney disease does not appear as a consequence of chronic 
alcoholism alone. 
According to official statistics, the number of insane because of 
drink has considerably sunk in the last fifty years. From 1895 to 
1899 drink was alleged to be the decisive or contributory cause of 
13'15 per cent. of cases among men and 1'07 per cent. among 
women-an average of 7'37 per cent. as compared with 13'7 per 
cent. in 1856-1860. I have personally worked through the sick 
records of the Gaustad Insane Asylum for 1901-1907, during which 
period I have held the position of physician to the asylum. Of 
562 men and 480 women who were brought to the asylum for 
the first time, 102 men and 1 woman were there because of alcohol 
either as sole or secondary cause. Of actual alcoholic insanity the 
number of cases was 45 and 1 respectively. The percentage of 
alcohol psychosis is, therefore, among men 8'01 per cent., 
among women 0'2 per cent. ; in both sexes 4'41 per cent. Cases 
of acute alcoholic sickness (delirium tremens) are not brought a t  
present into the Norwegian insane asylums. If this were the 
case, the above figures would be somewhat higher. As a cause, 
therefore, of chronic insanity alcohol does not in Norway play 
an especially important rale. As a rule, on the other hand, 
inherited tendencies and other causes have influenced the cases 
of alcohol psychosis. 
It is, perhaps, due to the fact that so little alcohol is consumed 
here that paralysis generalis is so rare relatively in Norwegian 
insane hospitals. At  Newensgaarden Insane Asylum, which 
* From Dr. J. Schsrffenberg, "Rampen mod Alkoholen i Norge." 
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takes patients from our next largest city, Bergen, 6’6 per cent. 
of the male inmates between 1891 and 1907 suffered from general 
paralysis; but of those patients who were seamen 25 per cent. 
were paralytics.* 
Between 1901 and 1907 the relative number of cases of alcohol 
psycho& at Gaustad Asylum among men and women was as 
45 to 1. In an investigation carried out (1902) by a committee of 
the Society of Norwegian Physicians, it appeared that in 101 
cases of chronic alcoholism 99 were men and 2 women. Some 
years ago a statistical inquiry was made in Christiania, with the 
co-operation of the central bureau of statistics concerning the 
conditions among 1,329 men and 1,600 women in the matter of 
temperance. Of the men, 84’3 per cent. were temperate, 9’7 per 
cent. doubtful, and 6’5 per cent. intemperate. Among the 
women, 99 per cent. were temperate, and 1 per cent. doubtful. 
Even if we assume that drunkenness among women is often con- 
cealed, these figures still indicate that alcoholism is very rare 
among Norwegian women. Now, we know very well that most 
drinkers are hereditarily burdened and brain-weakened persons. 
But these tokens of degeneration are just about as frequent in 
women as in men. Furthermore, experience from other lands 
shows clearly that women easily become alcoholists. This leads 
us to the conclusion that the drink habit among men transforms 
these mentally weak into drunkards, while women of similar 
mental weakness escape this fate because custom protects them 
against drink. Mentally weak men are not predestined to 
become drunkards. The victims of alcoholism can be saved if 
drink customs are eradicated from society. But to this end there 
must be both temperance activity and drastic legislation as 
regards alcohol. 
I t  is probable that during the present year a sanatorium for 
alcoholists will be established in Norway under the guidance of 
a physician with special psychiatrical knowledge. In this way 
the scientific study of alcholism will surely be forwarded. 
2. T H E  ALCOHOL PROBLEM FROM A SOCIAL POINT 
O F  VIEW. 
According to official statistics the curve of alcohol consumption 
and that of the occurrence of suicide shows pretty much the 
same course. From 1846-50 to 1896-1900 the number of suicides 
Karl A. Andresen, “Insanity among Seamen,” hfed. Rm., April, 1908. 
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per million of inhabitants has sunk from 109 to 57. In Sweden, 
strange to say, suicides have increased in number in spite of 
growing temperance sentiment. 
Between the consumption of alcohol and criminality there 
exists an apparently parallel course. In prosperous. times the 
consumption of alcohol rises, and with this increase both crimes 
of violence and crimes against property. 
In spite of the considerable growth of urban population in the 
latter decades, the number of convictions in comparison with the 
population has, all things considered, shown a somewhat de- 
creasing tendency since 1843. This case was just the reverse 
between 1814 and 1843, when the consumption of alcohol was 
especially large. Legislative changes must be considered as 
important in this connection. According to the results of 
elaborate investigations by Dr. J. Schadenberg, to whom I owe 
many of these facts, the number of murders rise and fall with the 
annual consumption of alcohol. In bad times the number of 
arrests sink accordingly, and in Christiania the police station 
houses, to counterbalance this gain, are filled with homeless 
persons. 
The number of arrests in Christiania, Bergen, Trondhjem, and 
Stavanger on Sundays and holidays is inconsiderable,* which 
strikingly contrasts with the case in Copenhagen, where sale 
is permitted on every day of the week. While the curve for 
violent crimes reaches in Central Europe a very high point on 
Sunday, in Christiania, on the contrary, such crimes do not 
average in number more than 10 to 11 per cent. of the week's sum 
of violent crimes, and less than several other of the weekdays. 
Of 992 male and 240 female criminals confined in prison from 
July 1, 1886, to June 30, 1899, 51'3 per cent. of the men and 
15'8 per cent. of the women were there because of drink (Bang). 
The head of the Falstad Home School for Neglected Children 
declares that 42 per cent. of the inmates were the offspring of 
inebriate fathers. 
3. THE ALCOHOL PROBLEiM FROM THE RACIAL POINT 
OF VIEW. 
Is alcohol a cause of physical degeneration in the race ? The 
answer to this question is still enveloped in great darkness. I t  
- * Less than one-third of the average for the other days in the week. 
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ip u) di6cult to eliminate disturbing conditions in the interpreta- 
tion of life conditions, 
The average length of life increases here in Norway, but that 
io .to the CIW with lands where alcohol is much more freely 
Ddbd-as, for example, Denmark. A peculiar, and as yet un- 
sxpkined, hat GI the great mortality among young Norwegian 
men (between 15 and 30 years). Among older men, on the other 
band, our mortality statistics are very favourable. 
TuberculosiS is a common disease in Norway, even in those 
pvts of the country where alcohol ie little used. Insanity, and 
especially mental weakness and idiocy, are, according to the 
official statistics, somewhat more common in Norway than in 
Denmark, although the Danish consumption of alcohol has been 
for fifty yeara more than double as great as the Norwegian. 
Otherwise, the number of insane in Norway about tallies with 
the proportional number in most civilized lands. 
The number of insane living at a given date shows no greater 
rise between 1820 and 1890 than what could be explained by the 
difference in methods of calculation and from other similar 
causes. It 
must be remembered, too, that the land has in this period lost 
much of its young blood through emigration. Between frequency 
of insanity and extent of alcohol consumption in the different 
regions of Norway there is no parallel or other clear relation. 
In spite of a greater consumption of alcohol, the cities have 
relatively fewer cases of mental deficiency. In country districts 
the number of mentally weak (idiots) reached 2'45 per cent. of 
the population, in the cities only 0'97 per cent.* I will not here 
examine more closely the reasons for this-intermarriage in the 
countxy, emigration of healthy peasant youth from the country 
districts, venereal infection causing sterility among imbecile youth 
of both sexes in the large cities, etc.-but I am compelled, never- 
theless, to emphasize the fact that purely statistical sources of 
information for Norway do not indicate that alcoholism in the 
parentage is a prime cause of mental disorder or weakness. 
Thorough clinical investigations for the clearing up of the question 
have, unfortunately, not been undertaken here in recent times. 
Fifty years ago Dahl discovered that about 50 per cent. of 
Director Holmboe's " Account of the Mentally Weak and Insane in 
From 1890 to 1900 the number has stood constant. 
Norway at the Time of the Census of December 3, 1900." 
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Norwegian idiots had alcoholist parentage, but there is no doubt 
that the number would be lower now. In fact, it is extremely 
difficult to reach any clear conclusions regarding the relation 
between alcohol and degeneration except by experiments on 
lower animals. The conditions among human beings are too 
complicated for accurate results. 
